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The Issue

Currently, close to one-third of chil-
 dren live in a single-parent house-

hold (see figure 1), and 44 percent of
those children live in poverty.1    In real
numbers, this means an adult with two
children lives on less than $13,650 per
year.  Child poverty has implications
for later success in a variety of social
measures.2   Children in low-income
families tend to fare poorly in educa-
tional achievement and they are at in-
creased risk of juvenile delinquency,
substance abuse and teenage preg-
nancy.   All of these risk factors can be
softened if children have a strong fam-
ily bond and a strong family support
system that includes positive influence
from fathers—even when they do not
live in their children’s home.

Many of these children are the chil-
dren of welfare.   As such, they are the
focus of personal responsibility require-
ments passed in federal welfare reform
designed to enable mothers to leave
welfare and support their children
without government assistance.  How-
ever, in attempting to address the needs

of poor children, most state policies
invested in only half of the child’s avail-
able resources.  These policies overlook
the capacity of fathers to contribute not
only to the financial but also to the
emotional well-being of children.
Clearly, women are capable providers
and nurturers, but children can ben-
efit from the support that both their
parents can give.  This realization is
causing low-income fathers to be
viewed as a critical element in moving
families off  welfare and out of poverty.

The stereotype has been that men who
father children out of wedlock are ab-
sent from their children’s lives and do
not care about their well-being.  Re-
search has shown that this often is not
the case.  Although many unmarried
couples are low-income, they are in
committed relationships and consider
marriage and dual parenting as ideal
for a child’s development.3   Studies also
show that, regardless of whether fathers
have direct or daily contact with their
children, they care very deeply and of-
ten suffer emotional stress if they are
disconnected.4   These same fathers ex-
perience uncertainty about what is ex-

pected of them as fathers, particularly
because many have entered manhood
without the benefit of an involved fa-
ther.

Many state human services systems rely
on long-standing procedures that do
not effectively distinguish between the
families that are “playing by the rules”
and those that are doing their best to
evade the system.  As a result families
with different needs are routed through
the same system of service delivery.
State systems have not evolved ad-
equately to keep pace with the chang-
ing demographics of the families they
serve.

Some fathers enter the system as a re-
sult of divorce; others are not married
and have different levels of involvement
and demonstrate various levels of sup-
port for their families.  Some relation-
ships between the fathers and mothers
are broken beyond repair, while others
can be nurtured and salvaged with the
help of various services.

No longer can the stereotype of “dead-
beat dads” apply to all fathers who may
be absent financially or emotionally
from their children’s lives.  Some men
are the silent and cohabitating partners
of welfare recipients, while others are
the unemployed, deadbroke dads who
would provide for their families if they
had the resources.  Some dads may drift
in and out of their children’s lives, pro-
viding what they can when they can,
while still others are disenfranchised
from their children and the system.
Fragile families—low-income, unmar-
ried parents and their children—com-
prise yet another group.  This group
may have the best chance of sustaining
long-term relationships or even mar-
riage if systems intervene—or do not
intervene—appropriately.  The  chal-
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lenge for policymakers will be to de-
velop effective mechanisms to sift
through the deadbeats, the deadbrokes,
the undergrounds and the fragile fami-
lies to ensure that state systems are pro-
viding the suitable course of action—
child support enforcement, job train-
ing, relationship building, mediation
or parenting skills education—that
helps to guarantee that mothers, chil-
dren and families benefit accordingly.

The emerging dilemma for
policymakers is how to ensure that al-
ready fragile families can nurture these
foundations in the hopes that their
children will not repeat the cycle of
poverty.  Often, unmarried fathers and
mothers function together as a family
unit—at least initially—although most
public policy does not recognize these
formations as families.  Part of the an-
swer for policymakers is to ensure that
the system does more to encourage fam-
ily formation and fathers’ involvement
than to inadvertently erect barriers that
push families apart. Public policy need
not enter into the realm of supporting
or encouraging out-of-wedlock child
bearing, although it may have a respon-
sibility to help families move to for-
malize their relationships or to provide
a range of options to both mothers and
fathers regarding their role as parents.
Investing in these families before they
come into contact with social safety
nets may help to create better outcomes
across a variety of spectrums.   These
benefits could include reduced welfare
spending, lower incarceration rates,
fewer teen pregnancies and a more pro-

ductive and taxpaying work force.
Public policy has been slow to recog-
nize the importance of fathers beyond
their capacity to provide financial sup-
port.  Issues facing low-income fathers
have never received much attention,
aside from strengthening punitive en-
forcement techniques under child sup-
port enforcement policies.  Some as-
sert that a father’s ability to provide fi-
nancially is the critical and necessary

determinant to becoming and staying
involved with his child, while others
claim that being involved with his child
is the father’s motivation to become
employed and pay support.5    There
may be disagreement on the process,
but all agree that positive outcomes for
children and their fathers can result
when dads play an active role—both
financially and emotionally—in sup-
porting their children.

There is widespread agreement that fa-
thers should be responsible for sup-

porting their children. “Fathers need
to understand that even if they do not
live with their children, their influence
is profound,” says Kevin Thurm,
deputy secretary for the U.S. Depart-
ment of Health and Human Services.
No matter the process or model, the
critical point is that most fathers want
to be connected with their children and
to be good parents.  Experts agree that
most men want to support their chil-
dren from both a financial and an emo-
tional standpoint.  Many fathers pro-
vide some type of support, although it
may be sporadic and informal.

Based on evidence provided from prac-
titioners that serve low-income fathers,
several basic principles emerge as tools
to help reshape thinking about a
father’s involvement and the importance
of that involvement.6   Further exami-
nation can assist policymakers to out-
line more efficient strategies that en-
gage—rather than discourage—poor
fathers.

Terminating Myths

Welfare mothers have been stereotyped
as women who know very little about
their children’s father because the chil-
dren are the result of casual sexual liai-
sons.  Recent studies of low-income,
never-married parents suggest that is
not the case.7   At the birth of their
children, 80 percent of parents were
romantically involved and more than
half were cohabitating. More than 90
percent of new fathers  provided finan-
cial or in-kind support for the mother
during pregnancy.  Almost 70 percent
of fathers visited their newborn in the
hospital after birth.  Additionally, more
than 80 percent of these fathers ex-

Profile of Low-Income Fathers
• About one-third of fathers are considered low-income—they earn less than $8,000 per year.
• Although most work at some point during a year, only 25 percent work full-time during the

entire year.
• More than 90 percent have an employment history, but most jobs are seasonal or temporary

and tend to be low-wage jobs that do not include benefits.
• Like welfare recipients, these men can find a job, but they have trouble keeping it.  The jobs

they find seldom pay enough to support a family.

“As they see it, the only thing the system
knows is collecting money, right now.  It
can’t accommodate the irregularity of their
income.  One group of fathers said to me, ‘I
don’t see my children because I have noth-
ing to offer them.  And if I do surface  the
bounty hunter is after me.’”

—Ron Mincy, Senior Program Officer,
The Ford Foundation

Who Are the Fathers?
• Some are deadbeats—those fathers who can pay to support their children but do not.
• Some are deadbroke—those fathers who would provide for their children but cannot either

because they are unemployed or do not make enough to support themselves and their chil-
dren.

• Some are underground dads—those fathers who provide informal support for their children.
• Some are in a fragile family—low-income, unwed fathers who are in a committed relationship

with their child’s mother and who usually are providing informal support, even though they
may be considered “deadbroke.”
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pressed their intent to continue pro-
viding support.  The fathers’ intent
seems to demonstrate their commit-
ment to continue involvement, coupled
with the fact that mothers want fathers
to be involved.  Even women who have
ended romantic involvement with their
child’s father reported this desire.  Only
10 percent of women did not want the
father to be involved.  Contrary to pub-
lic sentiment, women report a father’s
ability to show love and affection as
more important than his ability to pro-
vide financial support.  The majority
of these parents supported the notion
that marriage is beneficial to children,
and half indicate their interest in get-
ting married.

The preceding information shows that
low-income mothers and fathers have
high expectations both about their roles
as parents and their expectations for re-
lationships.  Capitalizing on these ex-
pectations is critical to prevent already
fragile families from becoming disen-
gaged as pressures of parenting and fi-
nancial circumstances push families
into decisions about continuing their
relationship or using public assistance
as their safety net.

The Current Paradigm

Fathers place great importance on be-
ing involved with their children, al-
though they may lack the ability to
transfer those feelings into practice.
Many low-income men who have grown
up without their own fathers lack real-
life examples of how fathers provide
emotional and financial support.  For
others, feelings of failure and shame be-
cause they are not able to provide fi-
nancially interfere with their involve-
ment.8

Most of these fragile families come into
contact with state child support en-
forcement and welfare agencies at some
point.  Both agencies historically have
focused on addressing the needs of
mothers to increase their resources as a
way to improve the well-being of chil-

dren, while ignoring the needs of fa-
thers.  Although less than 20 percent
of poor families receive regular child
support from fathers, the enforcement
system continues to add to its collec-
tion arsenal without taking into con-
sideration that some fathers may be
willing—but unable—to provide sup-
port.  Current welfare policy allows for
continued eligibility if parents
cohabitate, but the distrust of govern-
ment assistance and misunderstanding
of actual rules can keep many fragile
families from informing caseworkers
about their actual circumstances for fear
that they may lose eligibility for assis-

tance.  This misunderstanding lingers
from the time when welfare policy spe-
cifically prohibited eligibility if male
partners were present in the house.  This
misperception limits a family’s access
to services that may help both mothers
and fathers to better support their chil-
dren.

Fathers often judge their worth as par-
ents by the financial contribution they
can make; this notion is reinforced by
systems that usually recognize fathers
only after they fail to meet this expec-
tation.  Clearly, state mechanisms
should be in place to apply punitive
measures that have proven successful
in dealing with those fathers who pur-
posely avoid their obligations. However,

using these mechanisms to extend be-
yond the existing arsenal to embrace
new strategies that shift the focus to
support families by creating solid foun-
dations for both parents—including
father specific services—can reduce the
need for punitive mechanisms that try
to push parents into accepting a re-
sponsibility that they already are at-
tempting, possibly unsuccessfully, to
meet.

Recent reforms in welfare and child
support enforcement have shifted fi-
nancial responsibility away from gov-
ernment and back to parents.  Time
limits and work requirements push
welfare recipients into the work force
so that earned income now is replacing
cash benefits.  Although welfare
changes have recognized that recipients
need help with such things as child care
and job training to become responsible
financial providers, child support efforts
have focused on collecting dad’s pay-
check without acknowledging that low-
income fathers share some of the same
barriers to self-sufficiency that moth-
ers on welfare face.  These barriers
hinder some low-income fathers from
providing basic support for their chil-
dren.  Helping to foster a father’s emo-
tional connection with his children—
as well as to ensure his financial contri-
bution—can help to strengthen the
father’s ability to be a providing par-
ent.

Meeting the Challenge�
Policy Options for States

Policymakers can help facilitate a new
direction for poor families by revitaliz-
ing interest in fathers.   Three basic
steps to guide this transformation are
to:

• Develop a statewide strategy;
• Facilitate programmatic support;
• Identify areas for systemic change.

Develop a Statewide Strategy

Core Discoveries About Fathers
• Fathers care
• Father presence matters
• Joblessness affects father involve-

ment
• Systematic barriers affect father in-

volvement
• Low-income fathers and mothers

need help developing skills that al-
low them to work together to raise
children

• Many men struggle with the transi-
tion from biological father to com-
mitted parent

• Family culture can affect a man’s
beliefs about self and societal ex-
pectations

Source:  Based on Seven Core Learnings developed by the
National Center on Fathers and Families.
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Strategies to help women and children
ease the pressures of poverty exist
mainly through the welfare, health care
and child support systems.  These ser-
vices are available on a statewide basis,
with relatively easy access to connec-
tion points.  These systems are not
equipped, however, to engage fathers
as service recipients, partly because
these systems are not inherently de-
signed to work together to enable cli-
ents to maximize their potential.  Little
has been done to examine how fathers
fit within the state’s service delivery sys-
tems.  Legislators can facilitate collabo-
ration between agencies, in addition to
establishing oversight and accountabil-
ity mechanisms that direct state agen-
cies toward an outcome-based delivery
system.
A primary challenge for states will be
not only to redefine their child sup-
port policies with respect to low-income
fathers, but also to assess their treat-
ment of fathers within the various  state
systems.  Taking inventory of the types
of practices and policies administered
by state entities is crucial to strengthen
their abilities to serve and help fami-
lies.  Transforming a service delivery
system that has focused almost exclu-
sively on mothers and children is a dif-
ficult challenge.  Many agencies base
their operations on the stereotypes per-
petuated about deadbeat dads.  Particu-
larly in the current era of welfare re-
form—where families have a limited
time to receive benefits—investing in
all potential resources available to both
parents in a fragile family can help to
ensure that—once they leave welfare—

they have a better chance of never re-
turning.
The Florida Commission on Respon-
sible Fatherhood provides the clearest
example of a comprehensive statewide
strategy to address fatherhood issues.
Concerned with the effect of father ab-
sence on children, the Legislature es-
tablished a commission to determine
how state laws, regulations and prac-
tice interfere with or fail to help fathers
become or remain engaged with their
children.  The commission is directed
by statute to make recommendations
to the Legislature regarding needed
policy changes.

Recommendations also take into con-
sideration the framework and service
delivery structure for state institutions
such as human services, health care and
education.  One key goal is to integrate
community-level services with state
structures.  The unique aspect of this
approach is that the commission has
authority to fund local initiatives based
on the statewide strategic plan to serve
fathers.  The commission receives an
annual legislative appropriation to fund
programs such as mentoring, job train-
ing, parenting life skills and family
counseling.

“We believe in the importance of hav-
ing a father involved in the life of every
child.  By establishing a commission,
we have recognized the need for advo-
cacy on behalf of fathers, research re-
lating to supportive legislation, and
outreach programs to increase father
participation and involvement,” says

Representative Evelyn Lynn of Florida.

Connecticut lawmakers embarked on
a similar path in 1999 by passing leg-
islation that requires state agencies to
conduct an assessment of how their
policies affect low-income fathers and
to develop an action plan for service
delivery that includes the needs of fa-
thers.  The legislation mandated the
development of a task force to guide
the statewide implementation of a fa-
therhood strategy across various levels
of state government.   “For the first
time, we have a legislative mandate to
examine fathers’ involvement with their
children.  We can analyze and adjust
our public policy, revamp our service
delivery systems and educate the pub-
lic about why fathers must be counted
in the family self-sufficiency equation,”
says Pat Wilson-Coker, commissioner
for the Connecticut Department of
Social Services.

Facilitate Programmatic
Support

Traditional systemic practices have ex-
ercised punitive techniques—although
these have proven to be largely unsuc-
cessful with low-income fathers—to
nudge fathers into being providers.
However, new approaches focus on con-
necting fathers with services that assist
them to develop labor market skills and
to enhance relationship and parenting
skills.

Low-income fathers need the same
kinds of employment and family sup-
port services that typically are made
available to mothers who are trying to
move from welfare to employment.
Using existing systems as a gateway to
connect fathers with services can meet
the dual goals of strengthening fami-
lies and empowering fathers.  Many
services that fathers need already are well
established within communities, but
fathers are unaware of how to gain ac-
cess to these services.  Local service pro-
viders have little contact with most of
the state systems with which fathers

Making State Systems Father-Friendly
• Transform the appearance of welfare and child support offices to be more “gender neutral.”
• Assess intake policies during welfare application to ensure that applicants understand their

male partners can be eligible to receive services.
• Determine whether court procedures have developed options for deadbroke dads aside from

jail.
• Identify whether school systems and child care centers are attempting to engage fathers in

their child’s development.
• Provide a father liaison to assist fathers to understand their rights and responsibilities under

both the welfare and child support systems.
• Ensure that front-line workers effectively communicate policies to both mothers and fathers.
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become involved; this limits the abil-
ity of service providers to help fathers
address some of the legal issues regard-
ing child support and visitation.  Pro-
grams and agencies have the same goal
of providing for children and support-
ing families, although they may at-
tempt to achieve this goal in different
ways.  Facilitating the development of
wrap-around services using state agen-
cies as a connection point can bring to-
gether otherwise reluctant or disen-
gaged fathers with services they need
and the community support systems
that provide those services.

Georgia has developed this model by
using the child support enforcement
system to bring unemployed fathers
who are behind in child support pay-
ments into job training programs op-
erated by local community colleges.
The goal is to help fathers generate in-
creased financial support for families
(by helping them get jobs and advance
their skills to get better paying jobs).
Los Angeles County has championed
this process through its Parents’ Fair
Share model, using the local district
attorney’s office as the connection point
to help fathers get jobs, manage rela-
tionships and support their children.
The Jobs or Jail Program in Indianapolis
uses the court system to connect fathers
with employment services if they are
behind in their child support pay-
ments.  The Center on Fathers, Fami-
lies and Workforce Development in Bal-
timore, Maryland, uses pregnant
mothers who are participating in

Health Start to reach out to fathers to
teach them about parenting.
Identify Areas for Systemic
Change

The child support enforcement system
poses one of the most difficult barriers
for low-income fathers.  Initially de-
signed as a system for working class,
divorced parents, procedurally it falls
short in performing its basic function
to collect support for low-income fami-
lies.  The system’s policies do not dis-
tinguish between those fathers who
evade paying support and those who
are unable to pay.  Instead, policies are
geared toward pursuing a similar course
of action for both groups.  “Child sup-
port enforcement has worked very well
for some families, but we are now real-
izing that poor children have poor fa-
thers who may be unable to support
their families without some assistance,”
says Colorado Director of Child Sup-
port Pauline Burton.

Helping child support agencies to bal-
ance their traditional mission as a wel-
fare cost-recovery program with an ex-
panded mission to help families be-
come self-supporting can help improve
their performance, meet federal perfor-
mance measures and give low-income
fathers an opportunity to demonstrate
their capacity to provide financial sup-
port.   States have considerable discre-
tion to establish their own procedures
with regard to setting orders and modi-
fications, arrearages and payment plans.
If used effectively, these procedures can
eliminate current systemic disincen-
tives to low-income fathers; at the same
time, they can benefit mothers and
children through increased financial
and emotional support.

There is no easy solution for the pov-
erty that faces either low-income moth-
ers or fathers, but directing resources
and support to fathers and families
seems to be a start in the right direc-
tion.  Generations of poverty and be-
havior patterns will not be changed
with a course on writing resumes and a

few classes on parenting.  It takes time
and effort to reverse the stranglehold
of poverty, unemployment and low
wages.  The true, lasting effects of these
programs are not easy to measure and
are difficult to evaluate in the short
term.  Some results may not material-
ize for years.

These challenges have left some
policymakers skeptical about the real
effect programs can have on fathers, par-
ticularly because many local and com-
munity-run programs have not been
subjected to rigorous, formal evalua-
tion.  Still, states have nothing to lose
and everything to gain by switching
gears.  Efforts to collect child support
from this low-income population have
proved inadequate, and even small in-
creases in collections could be benefi-
cial to low-income families.    After years
of applying a generic welfare and child
support policy, the pendulum has
started to swing toward looking at the
root causes of poverty—low wages,
unemployment and a support system
that discourages responsible parenting.
As in welfare, not all parents will ben-
efit from a new approach. New ap-
proaches can help to reach many fa-
thers who currently are outside the sys-
tem.  The lasting benefits for children
who can gain from better parenting and
additional support provide a strong in-
ventive for change.

—By Dana Reichert, NCSL

“With all the research telling us how im-
portant father involvement is for children,
we needed to make sure that our systems
were doing all they could to make that a
reality.  Systemic changes are the only way
we can ensure that departments are work-
ing together and are headed in the same
direction.  Many times agencies do their
own thing. The reality is that these issues
touch a wide variety of state government
entities and we need to examine how or if
they are responding to fathers,”
—Connecticut Deputy Majority Leader John

Martinez

Want to know more?  Contact
NCSL’s Nurturing Responsible
Families Project at
dana.reichert@ncsl.org or phone
(303) 894-3191.
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